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Personal contact with the police is mentioned as one of the key predictors of individuals’
opinions towards the police. But findings from earlier research contradict each other.
Some researchers found an asymmetric relationship with a much stronger effect from
unsatisfactory contact, compared with satisfactory contact, with regard to trust in the
police and police legitimacy. Others found a more symmetrical relationship. In a way,
these different findings can be due to different measures of trust and legitimacy. In the
literature there is no consensus about the meaning and measurement of these concepts.
The purpose of this study is therefore to test the (a)symmetrical relationship while taking
into account criticisms about trust and legitimacy. More precisely, we consider trust in
police procedural justice and trust in police effectiveness as two components of trust
having an influence on police legitimacy in the form of moral alignment. Feeling an
obligation to obey the police is considered as an outcome of moral alignment. We used
path models in MPlus to do the analyses, which were conducted on data collected from
the Social capital and Well-being In Neighbourhoods in Ghent (SWING) survey,
Belgium. The results show a more symmetrical relationship between contact and both
components of trust. Furthermore, trust in police procedural justice was found to be a
stronger predictor formoral alignment than trust in police effectiveness.Moral alignment
itself seemed to be a strong predictor for feeling an obligation to obey the police.
Keywords: police contact; trust; procedural justice; legitimacy
Introduction
Public trust is necessary for the police to function optimally (Roberts and Hough 2005,
Bradford et al. 2009a, Jackson et al. 2012a, Van Damme 2013). Namely, public trust
enhances the perception of police legitimacy. When citizens perceive the police to be
legitimate, it means that the legal authority of the police is accepted. This results in the
public being willing to obey the police and even cooperate with the police in dealing with
crime and disorder (Rosenbaum et al. 2005, Hough et al. 2010, Jackson et al. 2012a, Van
Damme 2013, Van Damme et al. 2013). Without public support, the police would not be
able to achieve their tasks. Namely, the greater part of crimes is reported to the police by
citizens. Furthermore, the police need information from victims and witnesses for the
identification of perpetrators. Only when the police are trusted and perceived as a
legitimate authority can they count on public support.
But then again, public trust itself stems from police functioning. This means that the
police can gain public trust by focusing on those elements with an impact on public trust.
According to the procedural justice model, public trust depends on perceptions of
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procedural justice on the one hand and perceptions of effectiveness on the other (Sunshine
and Tyler 2003a, 2003b, 2006, Jackson et al. 2012a, Hough et al. 2013a, 2013b, Van
Damme et al. 2013). In other words, there will be a high level of public trust when the police
treat citizens honestly, with dignity and respect and when they are able to fight crime and
disorder effectively. Several empirical tests in the USA (Tyler 2003, 2006, 2007, 2011),
Australia (Hinds and Fleming 2006) and Europe (Hough et al. 2010, Van Craen and Skogan
2014, Van Damme 2013, Van Damme et al. 2013) have shown that perceived procedural
justice is more important in shaping public trust and perceptions of police legitimacy than
perceived effectiveness. According to these findings, citizens seem to be less outcome-
oriented (Tyler and Huo 2002). Fair and respectful treatment is more important to them than
obtaining favourable outcomes (Hough et al. 2010). Yet some recent studies claim that in
some societies police effectiveness is more important than procedural justice (Tankebe
2009, Murphy and Cherney 2011, Bradford et al. 2014a, Sargeant et al. 2014).
Nevertheless, findings of recent research in Belgium (Van Damme 2013, Van Craen
and Skogan 2014) are in line with most of the empirical tests of the procedural justice
model. It seems, that for Belgians, perceptions of procedural justice play a larger part than
perceptions of police effectiveness in accounting for citizens’ overall trust in the police
(Van Craen and Skogan 2014) and perceptions of police legitimacy (Van Damme 2013).
In general, there are two criteria for judging procedural justice used by legal authorities:
more precisely, the quality of decision-making and the quality of personal treatment (Van
Damme et al. 2013). Specifically, citizens expect the police to be neutral when dealing
with their problem and to make decisions without prejudice. Furthermore, citizens want to
be treated with dignity and respect. They also want to tell their story before the police
take a decision (Tyler and Fagan 2008).
While the procedural justice model has been submitted to partial tests in Belgium,
there is still a gap to fill. First, there is a lack of information about what shapes Belgians’
opinions about the police. Research from the USA and UK has shown that perceptions of
police procedural justice and police effectiveness especially are influenced by personal
experiences. Bradford (2010, p. 2) even states: ‘Personal contact is a key moment in the
formation of opinions about the police. Individual encounters can create moments in
which the legitimacy of the police is reinforced or undermined’. However, findings from
earlier research on contact contradict each other. The basic assumption is that there is a
symmetrical relationship between contact with the police and trust in policing (Bradford
et al. 2009a). But Skogan (2006) found an asymmetrical relationship. His findings
indicated that the impact of having a bad experience is 4–14times as great as that of
having a positive experience. Testing this assumption is not only of theoretical, but also
of practical relevance. Namely, it could offer a contribution to the further development of
policing strategies. If there is a relationship between contact and perceptions of
procedural justice and effectiveness, this means that the police have to be aware that
their behaviour when dealing with people affects people’s opinions of the police. The
strength of the effect and the finding of a symmetrical or asymmetrical relationship give
an indication of what is most important for the police to pay attention to. Second, in this
study we consider the ongoing debate about the meaning and measurement of the concept
of legitimacy, which is a key concept within the procedural justice model (Jackson et al.
2012a, 2012b, Hough et al. 2013b, Tankebe 2013, Jackson et al. 2014, Van Damme et al.
2013). This has led to some additional ideas being taken into account in the model that
we tested. Earlier tests of the procedural justice model in Belgium did not take these into
account.
2 A. Van Damme
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Hence, drawing on data from the SWING survey (2012), we test the assumption of
a(n) (a)symmetrical relationship between contact with the police and trust in police
procedural justice and police effectiveness. Additionally, we examine the effects of trust
in police procedural justice and police effectiveness on obligation to obey through police
legitimacy in the form of moral alignment with the police. We used SPSS for the
descriptive statistics and factor analyses. We used path models in MPlus for the
explanatory analyses.
The role of contact experience in shaping citizens’ opinions about the police
Earlier research has found a strong relationship between personal experiences with the
police, trust and legitimacy (e.g. Skogan 2006, Bradford et al. 2009a, 2009b, Jackson
et al. 2012b, Myhill and Bradford 2012). Moreover, former police contact plays a more
important role than personal or social factors in shaping opinions about the police
(Lammers 2004, Skogan 2005, Viki et al. 2006). The reason why contact influences
people’s opinions about the police is because in contrast to those people without contact
experiences, people with contact experiences base their judgments not only on an implicit
image, but also on the explicit image of police functioning (Lammers 2004). According
to the contact hypothesis (Allport 1954), contact can change people’s previous opinions
because it can show that their prejudices and existing images were incorrect and
unfounded. On the contrary, contact experience can also strengthen the feeling of ‘them’
and ‘us’. Moreover, through the eyes of citizens, police officers are seen as ‘the police’
and not as individuals. In other words, if one had a bad experience with a specific police
officer, there is a risk that he or she will generalise it, resulting in a negative opinion
about the whole police organisation.
Findings from earlier research suggest that trust is lower among those people who had
recent contact with the police (e.g. Smith and Gray 1985, Fitzgerald et al. 2002, Bradford
et al. 2009a). But ‘having contact’ does not say anything about the intensity of contact, the
number of contacts, the situation, etc. Contact has a specific function. In some situations
the police are crime fighters, in other situations they are lifesavers or information givers.
Therefore, it is possible that the effect of contact on trust will differ. That is why several
researchers made a distinction between police-initiated and citizen-initiated contact. People
who call the police for help seem to have better opinions about the police than those
stopped by the police (Rosenbaum et al. 2005). Although some studies argue that negative
experiences will affect citizens’ opinions more negatively as a result of citizen-initiated
contact. This could be because of the incongruence between what is expected about the
police and perceptions of their actual behaviour, regardless of who initiated the contact
(Reisig and Chandek 2001, Rosenbaum et al. 2005). Namely, people judge their contacts
on the basis of what they expect (Shapland 1984). In this regard, people will only be
satisfied with police contact if it is in line with or above their expectations. Some citizens
expect that police stops are not pleasant, that is why they will not be disappointed if their
prophecy is fulfilled. And in the case of citizen-initiated contact in which citizens expect
help from the police, citizens will be disappointed if the police do not meet this expectation
(Rosenbaum et al. 2005, Van Craen and Skogan 2014).
Moreover, this means that the same police act could be considered positive for
someone with low expectations and negative for someone who expects a lot of the police.
Although expectations and needs are determined individually, similarities exist (Lammers
2004). In her qualitative study, Verwee (2012) asked Belgian citizens verbatim what they
Policing and Society 3
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expect from the police. Friendliness seemed to be the most important expectation.
Furthermore citizens expected an objective, neutral police officer who treated them with
respect and dignity and who informed and communicated adequately. Accordingly,
citizens seem to judge police actions primarily on the quality of treatment they receive
(Tyler and Huo 2002, Engel 2005). People will be less satisfied when the police act
unfairly, brutally, unfriendly and unprofessionally (Rosenbaum et al. 2005, Bradford
et al. 2009a). If the police are unable to provide a satisfactory service, this will affect
people’s opinions about the police and in turn police legitimacy (Mawby 2002).
A symmetric or asymmetric impact of contact experience?
Following a common-sense position, policy is based on the assumption of a symmetric
relationship between police contact and trust. In the same way badly handled encounters
can violate public trust, we can assume that well-handled encounters could enhance public
trust (Skogan 2006). But after a review of the literature, it seems that the relationship
between police contact and attitudes towards the police is more complex. Most of the
findings indicate that positive and negative experiences have a disparate impact. Negative
experiences seem to have a stronger impact on citizens’ judgments of police functioning
than positive ones. Citizens who had negative contact seem to be significantly less satisfied
with the police in general. On the contrary, citizens who experienced positive contact do not
seem to be much more satisfied (Jacob 1971, Dean 1980, Lammers 2004, Skogan 2006).
Jacob (1971) was the first who found this asymmetry in his Milwaukee study. But it was
Skogan (2006) who first focused specifically on the relationship between police contact and
trust.1 He found that, in Chicago, for both police-initiated and citizen-initiated encounters,
the impact of having a bad experience was 4–14 times as great as that of having a positive
experience. Moreover, having a positive experience seemed to have no statistically
significant effect. He replicated the analysis among six other samples of residents of urban
areas in three different countries (the USA, the UK, and the Russian Federation) with
basically the same results. He concluded: ‘you can’t win, you can just cut your losses. No
matter what you do, it only counts when it goes against you’ (Skogan 2006, p. 119).
In answer to these findings, Bradford et al. (2009a) tested Skogan’s asymmetric
assumption. They tried to improve on Skogan’s work by using different measures of
satisfaction with police contact and trust.2 Skogan (2006) asked respondents to rate several
elements in their most recent contact with the police (about the help they received, the
politeness and fairness with which they were treated, the perceived response time, etc.).
Those who rated half or more of the questions as favourable were put in the ‘positive
encounter’ category, the others in the ‘negative encounter’ category. In contrast, for their
explanatory analysis, Bradford et al. (2009a) defined their categories on the basis of
citizen’s overall satisfaction with their latest contact measured on a seven-point scale, from
completely satisfied to completely unsatisfied. Furthermore, in his measurement of trust,
Skogan (2006) only asked questions about perceptions of police effectiveness and
community engagement. More precisely, he asked questions about police responsiveness
to community concerns about how well the police were doing their job in preventing crime.
All these questions referred to the police in the neighbourhood of the respondent. However,
earlier research has stated that trust – or confidence as it is referred to in these studies – is a
complex social phenomena. As cited in Bradford et al. (2009a), Fitzgerald et al. (2002)
argue that it is important to distinguish between views about effectiveness on the one hand
and views about integrity and impartiality on the other hand in assessing trust in the police.
4 A. Van Damme
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In this regard, people may trust the police to be fair and honest without believing them to be
able to fight crime and disorder or vice versa. This argument is in line with what is stated by
the procedural justice model, specifically that overall trust depends on perceptions of police
procedural justice and police effectiveness. That is why several studies recognise two
(Jackson et al. 2012a, 2012b, Bradford et al. 2014a, Van Damme 2013, Van Damme et al.
2013), or even three3 (Bradford et al. 2009a), inter-related but empirically distinct
components of public trust. The results in the study of Bradford et al. (2009a) are not
rosier than these found by Skogan (2006) with respect to police effectiveness. Both positive
and negative contacts were associated with more negative perceptions about police
effectiveness. For perceptions of police procedural justice, the researchers found a positive
impact from positive experiences, but one much smaller than the negative impact of
negative experiences. According to these findings, it would be better for the police to have
no contact with citizens because every contact affects trust in police effectiveness in a
negative way. But in the case of an encounter, the police have to act in such a way to
facilitate perceptions of procedural justice.
Several explanations are mentioned in earlier studies for the asymmetrical relation-
ship. Weitzer and Tuch (2004), as mentioned in Skogan (2006), named two: (1) people
consider positive encounters as the exception, not the norm; (2) or maybe the opposite is
true: people expect good service as the norm and only pay attention when encounters are
perceived negatively. In their two-wave panel study, Rosenbaum et al. (2005) found that
attitudes towards the police are relatively stable and that one or two police-initiated
contacts will not change people’s opinions fundamentally. Their findings strengthen the
assumption that a negative prejudice will lead to a negative interpretation of every
contact. Likewise, negative attitudes could provoke a negative police response with a
negative perception of the contact as a result. Thus, the explanation of asymmetry can be
found in an opposite effect of prior judgments about police functioning on contact.
Bradford et al. (2009a) attribute their different results for trust in police effectiveness and
procedural justice to the difficulty for officers to demonstrate effectiveness in encounters.
They believe that even when citizens are satisfied with the contact, those who are stopped
or searched may think the scarce police resources could be more effectively used
elsewhere. Or, in the case of a call for help, people may expect nearly impossible tasks of
the police such as providing immediate answers to problems of crime, disorder or anti-
social behaviour. On the contrary, it is easier for officers to demonstrate fairness and
respect in their encounters which explains the more symmetrical impact from contact on
trust in procedural justice than on trust in police effectiveness. But the most obvious
explanation for the asymmetrical relationship is perfectly stated by Hillard, as mentioned
in Skogan (2006, p. 99): ‘You have ten positive encounters with the police and that is
good; but one negative encounter, and all the positives disappear’. When people are
confronted with both positive and negative experiences, the negative ones will dominate
in accounting for their judgments of police functioning. First, negative experiences are
more striking than positive experiences. Second, they stay longer in people’s minds
(Lammers 2004). And third, negative experiences are easier to recall (Baumeister
et al. 2001).
Not every study is in line with those mentioned above. There are studies in which a
(almost) symmetrical relationship is found. In Bradford (2010) and Bradford et al.
(2014a), for example, unsatisfactory contact was associated with lower trust in both
police effectiveness and procedural justice, and satisfactory contacts were associated with
higher scores on both components of trust. The strength of the effects was practically the
Policing and Society 5
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same. But the symmetric finding in the study of Bradford (2010) could be due to the fact
that it was only based on victims of crime who had contact with the police. Bradford
(2010) stated therefore that contacts with victims seem to encounter a stronger symmetry
than other types of contact. The explanation for the symmetric finding in the study of
Bradford et al. (2014a) in South Africa would be because South Africans are supposed to
be more open to positive experiences, maybe because they expect less from the police.
Considering this overview, testing the (a)symmetric assumption shows other results in
different societies. But it is entirely clear that future research has to consider both
perceptions of police effectiveness and police procedural justice as components of trust.
A test in Belgium, more precisely in the urban area of Ghent, enables us to learn more
about the differences and similarities with other societies (Tankebe 2009). Furthermore, it
could help policy-makers to avoid policing strategies that cannot work or will have an
unwanted effect.
The complex concept of ‘Legitimacy’
When people believe the police are legitimate, they will voluntary obey them and even be
willing to cooperate with them. This in itself contributes to the effectiveness of policing
(Mawby 2002, Van Damme 2013). But the concept of legitimacy is complicated. Several
researchers have different opinions about the meaning and conceptualisation of this
‘slippery’ concept4 (Hough et al. 2013b, Bradford et al. 2014b). Most of them do agree
with the distinction between normative and empirical legitimacy. Normative legitimacy
exists when authorities meet various agreed objective criteria, such as the absence of
corruption. On the contrary, empirical legitimacy is based on citizens’ perceptions. Only
an authority that commands high levels of empirical (or perceived) legitimacy can count
on public support (Hough 2010).5 But it is the interpretation of empirical legitimacy that
has led to discussion, although most recent research starts from the following definition:
‘Legitimacy is the right to govern and the recognition by the governed of that right’
(Beetham 1991, Jackson et al. 2012b). In contrary to Weber (1984), who said power is
legitimate where those involved in it believe it to be so, it is also the justification of
power that enables an authority to be perceived as legitimate (Tyler and Fagan 2008).
This justification is most importantly based on the sense that the police operate according
to a shared set of general values and principles (Bradford et al. 2014a).
Hough et al. (2013b, p. 326) reformulated the previously mentioned definition as
‘Legitimacy is the recognition and justification of the right to exercise power and
influence’. They conceptualised empirical legitimacy as having three subcomponents,
namely obligation to obey referring to the recognition of police power, legality and moral
alignment referring to the justification of police power. Obligation to obey can be
understood as a positive duty to obey the police. This means that people see it as their
duty to obey the police because of the respect they have for them, even when they
disagree or dislike how they act (Hinds and Murphy 2007). This respect is built through
processes and experiences throughout a lifetime, ranging from childhood socialisation
and cultural affiliations to individual encounters with police officers (Jackson et al. 2014).
Obligation to obey, together with the belief that police act according to the law (legality)
and share the same sense of right and wrong, values and norms as they have (moral
alignment), encourages citizens to perceive the police as a legitimate authority (Jackson
et al. 2014, Van Damme et al. 2013). Although, in their recent publication, Jackson et al.
6 A. Van Damme
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(2014) argue that moral alignment overlaps so much with beliefs about the lawfulness of
the police that it is appropriate to treat them as one psychological state.
Tankebe (2013) and Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) have taken a slightly different
approach. They argue that legitimacy has a dialogic character in which power-holders
make claims, power-subjects respond, power-holders then perhaps adjust their claims and
so on, and these dialogues can take different forms in different societies. Hence, their
approach implies that the dimensions of legitimacy can vary in different socio-political
settings (Tankebe 2013).
According to Tankebe (2013), effectiveness, distributive fairness, procedural fairness
and lawfulness are likely to be some of the main contents of the dimensions of police
legitimacy in a liberal democracy. In this respect, citizens will perceive the police to be
legitimate when they believe that the police are able to fight crime and disorder
effectively; act fairly, neutrally and respectfully; deal with all kinds of people in the same
way (regardless of ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.); and act according to the law. In
contrast to other researchers, Tankebe (2013) argues that obligation to obey theoretically
differs from legitimacy, which he believes is a much wider concept. He states that
obligation to obey can be considered as a dependent variable that can be explained not
just by citizens’ recognition of police power as normatively valid (perceived legitimacy),
but also by other variables such as fear of the costs of non-obedience or a feeling of
powerlessness. Feeling the obligation to obey the police is thus considered to be an
outcome, not a constituent of perceived legitimacy in Tankebe’s framework (Hough et al.
2013b). Furthermore, Tankebe (2013) believes that the concept of moral alignment, used
by others, is too general and vague. He states that it is possible, depending on the
particular society, to identify specific values that are shared between police and citizens.
He therefore identifies procedural justice, distributive justice and effectiveness as
examples of shared values in a liberal-democratic society. Hough and his colleagues
also used the concepts of procedural justice, distributive justice and effectiveness, not as
specific values, but as components of trust. As we already mentioned, public trust in the
police can be considered as a determinant of perceived legitimacy, not as a constituent
of it.
In this study, following the framework of Hough and his colleagues, we also consider
trust in police procedural justice and trust in police effectiveness as a means, and
perceived legitimacy as an end. In other words, when people have trust in the
effectiveness and procedural fairness of the police, they will perceive the police as a
legitimate authority. But we are also aware of Tankebe’s argument that an obligation to
obey is theoretically different from perceived legitimacy. We also believe that feeling
obliged to obey the police can, among other possible explanations, be the result of a
citizen’s belief that police power is justified because the police act legally and according
to shared values.6 The way obligation to obey has been measured in most research does
not exclude deterrence or powerlessness as reasons for one’s feeling of obligation to obey
the police.7 Furthermore, perceived legitimacy can be seen as one of the reasons why
somebody feels obliged to obey the police (Van Damme et al. 2013). We believe that
legitimacy is more the justification of police power than the recognition of it in the form
of feeling obliged to obey police power. In this regard, we have to mention that Tyler
et al. (2013) noted in an earlier study that in some societies the police can be supported
by the public although there is no feeling of moral alignment. In these societies the police
are often seen as the last resort and it would be of less importance that they share the
same values and norms as the public (Van Damme 2013). That is why they have
Policing and Society 7
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questioned whether moral alignment can be seen as a component of legitimacy. We do
follow their argument that moral alignment is less important in some societies causing
people to obey the police. But, in this case, they do not recognise and accept police power
because they perceive them as legitimate, but because of instrumental reasons (the police
are their last resort).
The existence of prior trust and legitimacy
As mentioned earlier, some researchers suggest that prior judgments of police functioning
create a framework for the selection, recall and interpretation of police contact (Brown and
Benedict 2002, Rosenbaum et al. 2005). Before they have contact with the police, people
already have an opinion about police functioning. Several studies argue that those who have
had no contact with the police have the most positive attitudes towards police functioning
and the highest levels of police legitimacy (Smith and Gray 1985, Lammers 2004, Bradford
2010). Prior legitimacy exists and is not based on personal experiences. Most people take
the plunge to trust and obey the police, and only change their opinions when later contact is
not in line with their prior judgments (Bradford 2010). Nonetheless, most survey research
on attitudes towards the police is cross-sectional in nature. Therefore, only a few panel
studies can say something about the change of attitudes after police contact.
In 1989, Skogan, who focused only on victims of crime, did find a difference between
attitudes before and after police contact in his two-wave panel study. Compared with
wave 1, respondents who became a victim and had contact with the police between wave
1 and 2 perceived the police to be friendlier, more helpful and doing a good job in wave
2. But this study has some limitations. For instance, there is the possibility that
victimisation and contact were not linked directly (Skogan 1989). The respondents were
asked whether they were victimised between wave 1 and 2, and in a separate question,
whether they had had contact with the police or not. So, contact that was not linked to the
victimisation may have influenced the respondents’ perceptions. Moreover, it is possible
that some respondents had contact for reasons other than victimisation as they did not
report it. This means that nothing can be said about a change in attitudes because of
contact due to victimisation. Furthermore, the results say nothing about non-victims.
On the contrary, findings from Rosenbaum et al. (2005) do. These researchers argue on
the basis of their two-wave panel study (one wave before the police contact and one after)
that prior attitudes are more important than each type of contact with the police in
determining present attitudes. They do not believe that attitudes will change easily. Drawing
on Brandl et al. (1994), they state that people have stereotyped images of the police in which
they will interpret their experience. Prior attitudes are mostly influenced by what people read
and hear, their living conditions and the dominant belief of their social group. Individuals
with the prior belief that the police are not effective and do not treat people appropriately, and
who feel less morally aligned with the police, will expect a negative contact. This would
mean that the quality of treatment does not matter (Skogan 2005). Even if the police try to be
friendly, citizens with prior negative opinions will stay hostile towards the police (Smith and
Gray 1985). Furthermore, this could lead to a more hostile attitude towards the police during
the encounter with again a confirmation of prior judgments. Likewise, when going to an
encounter, the police have prior judgments about specific social groups. Their attitude will
reflect prior expectations. This is perfectly represented by a quote from a police officer in
Smith and Gray (1985, p. 269): ‘We tend to be cynical, because we mostly deal with the
8 A. Van Damme
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worst sort of people, the people who don’t like us’. Meaning that there is a potential for
causing animosity from citizens not previously hostile towards the police as a result.
However, the findings of Rosenbaum et al. (2005) also support the assumption that
direct experiences can change attitudes towards the police, but only in the case of citizen-
initiated contacts. More precisely, the researchers found that negative experiences led to a
more negative attitude towards the police in wave 2 compared with wave 1. If the contact
was initiated by the police, negative experiences did not seem to affect later attitudes.
In their study, Tyler and Fagan (2008) tested the impact of personal experience on
evaluations of police legitimacy by means of a longitudinal design in which New York
City residents were interviewed both prior to and following their contact with the police.
Their findings indicated that perceptions of procedural justice during an encounter shape
post-experience legitimacy, controlling for pre-experience legitimacy (Tyler and Fagan
2008, p. 258).
Another study that examined the relationship between experience and post and prior
opinions about the police is that of Bradford (2010). He used a cross-sectional design in
which victims who had recent contact with the police were questioned about their
experiences with and attitudes towards the police. With regard to the contact, respondents
were asked how satisfied they were with police actions, the follow-up, the treatment
received, the ease of contact and the waiting time. To examine a change in attitude, he
literally asked the respondents if their opinion about the police in general had changed
after the contact (it became better, worse or it did not change). The results indicate that
people do change their opinions after having contact. A positive change of opinion was
most strongly associated with how satisfied the respondents were with the treatment
during the encounter. Furthermore, dissatisfaction with police actions was strongly
associated with changes in opinions for the worse. Remarkably, those with a generally
positive view were more likely to change their opinions for the worse, not the better,
compared with those with a mixed orientation towards the police, in contrast to those
with previous negative opinions, who were more likely to change their opinions for the
better. This can probably be explained by the fact that those who had prior negative
opinions experienced a more positive contact than what they expected and vice versa.
Although Bradford (2010) tried to meet the criticism that a cross-sectional design cannot
say anything about a change in attitudes, the method of questioning suggests a change.
People will try to recall their experience and will probably search for elements that could
cause a change in their opinions. There is a risk that they will enlarge specific elements of
the contact at the moment of questioning. This could lead to a ‘false’ change of opinion.
If a longitudinal design was used, it is possible that this would have led to other results.
Bradford et al. (2014b) found by means of a two-wave panel survey of Australians that
the way citizens judged their treatment during their latest police contact was associated with
prior trust in the procedural fairness of the police at wave 1. Although they found that trust
in procedural justice and police effectiveness in wave 2 were strongly shaped by the same
factors at wave 1, the researchers found a positive association between perceptions of
procedural justice during the encounter and outcome satisfaction of the encounter with trust
in procedural justice at wave 2. Outcome satisfaction was also associated with trust in
police effectiveness in wave 2.
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Current focus
The current study is cross-sectional in nature. We do believe that prior trust and
legitimacy exist, but we have not measured it. In our survey, we asked about attitudes
towards the police at the present time. Some respondents did have police contact at the
time, others did not. But because evidence exists that attitudes can change over time,
especially after personal contact, we believe that the measured attitudes towards the
police were influenced by the contact people had. Of course, when interpreting the
results, we have to keep in mind the possible influence of prior trust and legitimacy on
the judgement of the contact.
The key assumption in the current study is that police contact is a predictor for trust in
procedural justice and police effectiveness. Furthermore, these components of trust have
an influence on feeling morally aligned with the police, which itself influences feeling
obliged to obey the police. Some researchers found a symmetric impact of police contact,
others an asymmetric impact. This key assumption is visualised by the conceptual model
in Figure 1.
Based on the theoretical considerations addressed earlier, this key assumption has led
to the following research questions:
Q1. Does personal contact influence trust in the police?
Q1a. How many citizens experienced contact?
Q1b. How satisfied are citizens with their contact with the police?
Q1c. Do we find a symmetric or asymmetric impact of contact on trust in police
procedural justice and trust in police effectiveness?
Q2. Can moral alignment with the police be explained by trust in police procedural
justice and trust in police effectiveness?
Q2a. If so, which component of trust has the strongest impact?
Q3. Can feeling obliged to obey the police be explained by feeling morally aligned
with the police?
Data
This study draws upon data from the SWING survey (2012).8 This survey consists of
face-to-face interviews with 762 residents of 42 neighbourhoods in Ghent.9 Ghent is the
Figure 1. Conceptual model of the key assumption.
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third largest city in Belgium, 158 km2 in size, with approximately 250,000 inhabitants
(1506/km2). The survey provides information on social processes, quality of life
indicators, perceptions of the police and socio-demographic characteristics at both the
individual and neighbourhood level.10
First, a stratified sample of 42 neighbourhoods was selected from the 142 neighbour-
hoods in Ghent with a minimum population size of 200 residents. Neighbourhoods were
randomly selected following a stratified selection procedure based on population density
and the level of deprivation (deprived versus non-deprived), resulting in a representative set
of neighbourhoods. The inclusion of adjacent neighbourhoods was avoided in order to keep
the impact of spatial proximity to a minimum.
Second, we used the municipal registry to randomly select inhabitants from each
neighbourhood through a stratified sampling design (stratification by age, sex and
nationality). In total, 762 residents took part in the survey (response rate of 51%).
Respondents were aged between 18 and 95, with a mean age of 48.65 (SD = 19.02,
median = 47). Of the 762 respondents, 49% were male, 92% had Belgian nationality at
birth, 64% had a paid job and 19% lived alone. Of the respondents, 48% were higher
educated, 35% middle educated and 17% lower educated.
Measures
Satisfaction with police contact was measured by asking the respondents whether they
had had contact with the police in the last five years (0 = No, 1 = Yes). If so, respondents
were asked to indicate the level of satisfaction with the (most recent) contact on a 5-point
Likert scale (very unsatisfied to very satisfied).
Furthermore, the survey instrument included measures of trust in police procedural
justice and police effectiveness, moral alignment with the police and feeling obliged to
Table 1. Concept reliabilities and factor loadings per construct.
Factor loadings α
Procedural justice .862
The police treat citizens with respect .830
The police respect citizens’ rights .818
The police take time to listen to people .717
The police make fair and impartial decisions .742
The police are willing to motivate their decisions when asked to do so .637
Police effectiveness .770
How successful do you think the police are at
Preventing crimes? .710
Maintaining public order? .809
Offering help to the public? .669
Moral alignment .746
The police stand up for values that are important to people like me .626
I generally support how the police usually act .782
I respect the police .714
Obligation to obey .734
You have to obey police orders, even if you disagree with them .831
Non-obedience to the police is inexcusable .667
I accept the decisions made by the police, even if I disagree with them .588
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obey the police, based on those employed by researchers from the USA and the UK and
those used in round five of the European Social Survey (ESS)11 (Tyler and Huo 2002,
Sunshine and Tyler 2003a, Hough et al. 2010, Jackson et al. 2012a). Every construct was
measured by a summated Likert scale. Table 1 shows a detailed summary of the items
used, the concept reliabilities12 and factor loadings per construct.13 Items capturing trust
in procedural justice, moral alignment and obligation to obey were measured on Likert
scales ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’). Items regarding trust in
police effectiveness were measured on a Likert scale from 1 (‘very little’) to 5 (‘very
hard’). Descriptive statistics and correaltions for scales can be found in appendix.14
Analytical strategy
We used SPSS for some exploratory analyses and factor analyses. To answer the
explanatory research questions, we used path analyses in MPlus. Path analysis is based on
multiple regression and offers the opportunity to simultaneously model several related
relationships. This is interesting because a variable can be dependent in one relationship
and independent in another. These variables are referred to as mediating variables
(L. Muthén and B. Muthén 1998–2012). The most important aim of path analysis is to
clarify correlations between independent variables as predictors for the dependent
variable. In the current study we try to explain variation in procedural justice, police
effectiveness, moral alignment and obligation to obey. Path analysis only corroborates or
falsifies theoretical assumptions provided by the researcher. It does not provide evidence
of causality.
Only when the path model fits the data adequately, will the interpretation of the
parameters be meaningful. In order to evaluate the fit of path models, the root mean
square of approximation (RMSEA) is preferred over the Chi-square value. In principle,
Chi-square is not allowed to be significant, although it tends to be very sensitive to the
size of the sample. On the contrary, RMSEA is a measure of close fit, indicating that it
takes into account the error of approximation in the population as well as the precision of
the measure itself. Models with a RMSEA < 0.05 are considered acceptable. The Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI) and Comparative Fit Index (CFI) measure the proportionate
improvement in model fit by comparing the hypothesised model with the less restricted
nested baseline model. Models with values of > 0.90 are considered acceptable, although
lately > 0.95 has been advised. Furthermore, comparing the Akaike Information Criteria
(AIC) and Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC) between different non-nested models
allows us to distinguish the model with the best fit of the hypothesised model that is the
one with the lowest AIC and/or BIC (Byrne 2011). In the results, we only present the path
model with the best model fit which is also supported by our theoretical assumptions.
Results
Does personal contact influences trust in the police?
In order to formulate an answer to the question above, it would be interesting to explore
first how many respondents had experienced contact in the last five years and how
satisfied these respondents were with their contact experience.
A total of 63% (481) of the respondents had experienced police contact, in contrast to
37% (280) who had not.15 From those who experienced police contact, the majority felt
satisfied to very satisfied (68%). Only 18% indicated being very unsatisfied or unsatisfied
12 A. Van Damme
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [H
ow
es
t],
 [a
nju
li v
an
 da
mm
e] 
at 
00
:11
 10
 Ju
ly 
20
15
 
with the police contact. Figure 2 visualises the proportion of respondents divided by level
of satisfaction with the contact.
Do we find a symmetric or asymmetric impact of contact on trust in police procedural
justice and trust in police effectiveness?
Tables 2–5 offer an exploration of the relationship between trust in the police and
contact.16 Table 2 presents the proportions and absolute numbers of respondents’ level of
trust in procedural justice divided by having contact (Yes/No) and if so, subdivided by
contact satisfaction. In contrast to earlier research, these exploratory results do not
confirm the finding that people who have not had contact with the police have the highest
levels of trust in police procedural justice. To be precise 23.8% of those who were
satisfied with their contact belong to the category with the highest levels of trust in police
procedural justice, compared to 2.4% of those who were unsatisfied with their contact and
15.7% of those who had not had contact. The opposite can be found for the lowest trust in
procedural justice category with 29.4% unsatisfied with their contact, compared with
7.3% who were satisfied with their contact and 10.4% who had not had contact. When we
compare the means of the total trust in the procedural justice scale between the different
5%
13% 14%
52%
16%
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
Sasfacon with the contact
Very dissasﬁed
Dissasﬁed
Neither sasﬁed nor dissasﬁed
Sasﬁed
Very sasﬁed
Figure 2. Proportion of respondents divided by level of satisfaction with police contact (N = 481).
Table 2. Levels of trust in police procedural justice by having contact (Yes/No)a and contact
satisfactionb.
Contact
% (absolute numbers between brackets)
Procedural Justicec Unsatisfied Neither Satisfied No contact Total
Lowest 29.4 (25) 16.2 (11) 7.3 (24) 10.4 (29) 11.7 (89)
Neutral 68.2 (58) 79.4 (54) 68.9 (226) 73.9 (207) 71.6 (545)
Highest 2.4 (2) 4.4 (3) 23.8 (78) 15.7 (44) 16.7 (127)
Total 100 (85) 100 (68) 100 (328) 100 (280) 100 (761)
aNot significant.
bSign. at p ≤ .001.
cLowest: score < –1 sd. standard deviation; highest: score > +1 sd.; neutral: score between –1 sd. and + 1 sd.;
–1 sd. = 14.91 and +1 sd. = 21.96 (scale range: 5–25).
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contact groups, the findings tell practically the same story (see Table 3). The mean of the
satisfied group is the highest, the mean of the unsatisfied group the lowest. The means of
the neutral and no contact group are situated in between.17 These results suggest that
having contact with the police can only have a positive impact on trust in police
procedural justice when people are satisfied with their contact. A negative contact seems
to affect trust in police procedural justice in a negative way. These exploratory results do
not give hard evidence for a(n) (a)symmetric relationship. Although, regarding Table 2, it
seems that there were more respondents who were unsatisfied with their contact
belonging to those with lower trust in procedural justice than respondents who were
satisfied with their contact belonging to those with higher trust in procedural justice.
A path analysis is needed to confirm these findings.
Table 4 presents the proportions and absolute numbers of respondents’ level of trust in
police effectiveness divided by having contact (Yes/No) and if so, subdivided by contact
satisfaction. Similar results to those of trust in police procedural justice were found:
specifically, 13.7% of the respondents who were satisfied with their contact belong to the
category with the highest levels of trust in police effectiveness, compared to 2.4% of those
who experienced unsatisfactory contact and 9.3% who had not had contact. Of the
respondents who were unsatisfied with their contact, 29.4% belong to those with the lowest
levels of trust in police effectiveness, compared with 8.8% of those who experienced
unsatisfactory contact and 10.7% who had not had contact. Again, the mean of the satisfied
group is the highest, the mean of the unsatisfied group the lowest. The means of the neutral
and no contact group are situated in between.18 It also seems that for trust in police
Table 3. Comparing means of the trust in police procedural justice scale by contact.
N Mean SD Min. Max.
Contact 481 18.43 3.52 5 25
Unsatisfied 85 15.99 3.76 5 25
Neutral 68 17.07 3.06 7 25
Satisfied 328 19.34 3.15 5 25
No contact 280 18.44 3.55 5 25
Table 4. Levels of trust in police effectiveness by having contact (Yes/No)a and contact
satisfactionb.
Contact
% (absolute numbers between brackets)
Police Effectivenessc Unsatisfied Neither Satisfied No contact Total
Lowest 29.4 (25) 13.2 (9) 8.8 (29) 10.7 (30) 12.2 (93)
Neutral 68.2 (58) 85.3 (58) 77.5 (254) 80 (224) 78.1 (594)
Highest 2.4 (2) 1.5 (1) 13.7 (45) 9.3 (26) 9.7 (74)
Total 100 (85) 100 (68) 100 (328) 100 (280) 100 (761)
aNot significant.
bSign. at p ≤ .001.
cLowest: score < –1 sd.; highest: score > +1 sd.; neutral: score between –1 sd. and + 1 sd.; –1sd.= 7.97 and
+1sd. = 12.59 (scale range: 3–15).
14 A. Van Damme
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [H
ow
es
t],
 [a
nju
li v
an
 da
mm
e] 
at 
00
:11
 10
 Ju
ly 
20
15
 
effectiveness, having contact with the police can have a positive impact when people are
satisfied with the contact and a negative impact when people are unsatisfied with their
contact. The proportions in Table 4 suggest an asymmetrical relationship because there
were more respondents who were unsatisfied with their contact belonging to those with
lower trust in police effectiveness than respondents who were satisfied with their contact
belonging to those with higher trust in police effectiveness. The results of the path analysis
can give more insight into these findings (Figure 3).19
The results of the path analysis show that unsatisfactory contact was associated with
lower trust in both police procedural justice and effectiveness. Satisfactory contacts were
associated with higher scores on both these components of trust.20 Furthermore, the
findings indicate a very small asymmetrical relationship between contact and both trust in
police procedural justice (β = .340 for satisfactory contact and β = –.291 for
unsatisfactory contact) and trust in police effectiveness (β = .247 for satisfactory contact
and β = –.233 for unsatisfactory contact). In contrast to other studies, the findings show a
stronger positive effect from satisfactory contact than a negative effect from unsatisfact-
ory contact, although the relationship is almost symmetrical. Comparing the strength of
the effects, it seems that contact is a better predictor of trust in procedural justice than of
trust in police effectiveness, although for both variables the effects are moderate. A total
of 9% of the variation in trust in procedural justice could be explained by the contact
Table 5. Comparing means of the trust in police effectiveness scale by contact.
N Mean SD Min. Max.
Contact 481 10.25 2.32 3 15
Unsatisfied 85 8.99 2.46 3 14
Neutral 68 9.61 1.97 3 13
Satisfied 328 10.71 2.19 3 15
No contact 280 10.33 2.31 3 15
Figure 3. Results of the path analysis (showing only direct paths and standardised coefﬁcients).
Chi-Square = 13.620, df = 6, p = .0342. CFI 0.992; TLI 0.981; RMSEA 0.041; AIC = 13,473.594;
BIC = 13,547.748
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variables, in contrast to 5% of trust in police effectiveness. This means that other factors
also play a role in the creation of citizens’ trust in police procedural justice and police
effectiveness. In the literature some other sources influencing perceptions of police
functioning are mentioned, e.g. media (fiction and non-fiction; Mawby 2002, Jackson
et al. 2012b, Dirikx et al. 2013), vicarious experiences (Rosenbaum et al. 2005, Viki
et al. 2006) and (perceived) neighbourhood characteristics (Skogan, 2006, Jackson et al.
2012b).
Can moral alignment be explained by trust in police procedural justice and trust in
police effectiveness? If so, which component of trust has the strongest impact?
Trust in police procedural justice and trust in police effectiveness were both found to be
predictors of moral alignment. Respondents with a higher level of trust in police
procedural justice or police effectiveness seemed to believe, more than the others, that the
police stand up for values that are important to people like them and they also indicated a
greater level of support for how the police usually act. In line with most procedural
justice studies, we found a stronger effect of trust in procedural justice (β = .563) than of
trust in police effectiveness (β = .225) which means that the perception of fair and
respectful treatment is a far stronger predictor of moral alignment than perceptions about
the police being effective in doing their job. A total of 49% of the individual differences
in moral alignment can be explained by the contact variables used, trust in procedural
justice and trust in police effectiveness.
Can feeling obliged to obey the police be explained by feeling morally aligned with the
police?
As outlined in the literature review, obligation to obey is considered to be an outcome of
moral alignment in the current study. The assumption is that when people feel that they
and the police share the same values and norms, they will feel obliged to obey their
orders and accept their decisions – even if they disagree with them – because the
authority of the police is justified.21 Our results confirm this assumption. The findings
show a positive, moderate to strong effect of moral alignment on obligation to obey (β =
.412). A total of 17% of the individual variance of obligation to obey could be explained
by our model. This means that a lot of other predictors for feeling obliged to obey the
police exist, e.g. perceptions of sanction risk when not obeying or a feeling of
powerlessness, as already stated by Tankebe (2013).
Conclusion and discussion
In line with previous studies on police contact, we have to confirm that also in Ghent,
contact counts! Our findings show an association between unsatisfactory contact and
lower trust in both police procedural justice and effectiveness. Satisfactory contacts were
associated with higher scores on both these components of trust. We found an almost
symmetrical relationship with a negligible stronger effect of positive contacts. A possible
explanations for this finding could be that in Ghent, people are surprised in a positive
way when they have contact with the police because they expected less from the contact.
Another possible explanation could be that we combined those who were unsatisfied with
their police contact with those with a neutral opinion about their contact in our analysis,22
although exploratory analyses showed only a little stronger effect from unsatisfied contact
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experience. Moreover, it seems that experiencing a neutral contact negatively affect trust
in police procedural justice and effectiveness.23
This means that every police officer has to be aware that every moment of personal
contact with citizens can improve or undermine opinions about the police in general.
Thus, police officers have to aspire to satisfactory contacts. In order to do so, police
officers need to know what citizens expect from the police because contact judgments are
based on these expectations. But, there seems to be a mismatch between what the police
think citizens expect and citizens’ real expectations (Shapland 1984). The police and their
superiors believe that less crime (Sindall and Sturgis 2013) and immediately solving
citizens’ problems will result in more public trust. That is why there is a strong focus on
numbers, such as the number of solved cases, the number of arrested suspects, etc. In
Belgium, police chiefs often put quantity over quality for the evaluation of their police
corps. This is not surprising because police performance is easier to quantify compared
to, e.g., police behaviour.24 However, earlier research in Belgium has shown that citizens
above all expect the police to be friendly, objective, neutral and respectful (Verwee 2012).
In this respect, procedural justice elements will probably be more important for citizens to
judge police contact than elements relating to police effectiveness. This assumption is
strengthened by our findings in which contact was a stronger predictor for trust in police
procedural justice than for trust in police effectiveness. In other words, contact especially
leaves an impression on the quality of treatment and decision-making by the police.
Furthermore, it is not that surprising that contact has a weaker effect on trust in police
effectiveness because it is more difficult for the police to show that they are effective in
their personal contacts with citizens (Bradford et al. 2009a). On the contrary, procedurally
just behaviour is easier to show. Not all the variation in trust in police procedural justice
and police effectiveness could be explained by having contact and contact satisfaction. As
earlier mentioned, e.g. media, vicarious experience and contextual factors can also play
a role.
Furthermore, trust in police procedural justice seemed to be a very strong predictor of
police legitimacy in the form of moral alignment, and trust in police effectiveness seemed
to be a weaker predictor. This is in line with most research about procedural justice in
which perceptions of procedural justice have been found to be the strongest predictor for
overall trust and perceptions of police legitimacy. Although, in some societies, such as
Ghana (Tankebe 2009) and South Africa (Bradford et al. 2014a), police effectiveness
seems more important than procedural justice. Tankebe (2009) and Bradford et al.
(2014a) believe that this may be due to a very high crime rates in these countries. In this
regard, police effectiveness would reassure people. The police have to protect citizens and
if they do not succeed, this would negatively affect public trust and perceptions of police
legitimacy. In their recent publication, Sargeant et al. (2014) described why some ethnic
minority groups may judge process-based factors to be less important. They suggest that
individuals who believe that their ethnic group has a higher risk of being a victim of
crime and having problematic encounters with the police may place more emphasis on
police effectiveness. These people expect the police to be effective in following up a call
for service when they are in trouble more then they expect fair treatment.
In addition, the ongoing debate about the definition and measurement of police
legitimacy can help to explain different results. In particular, a feeling of obligation to
obey the police, which is considered to be a dimension of legitimacy in a large number of
procedural justice studies, is not free of dispute (Van Damme et al. 2013). Some
researchers, such as Tankebe (2013), argue that it is not a constituent of perceived
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legitimacy, but an outcome of it. We follow this reasoning and believe that perceptions of
legitimacy are not behavioural in content. We believe that one of the reasons and
probably the most important reason why people feel an obligation to obey the police is
because they believe the police act legally and that the police as an institution is a moral
exemplar. But we also believe that there are other possible explanations of why a person
feels an obligation to obey. In this respect, it could be that an individual does not accept
some decisions or acts from the police, even when he feels morally aligned with the
police and believes the police act legally, and vice versa. We believe that ‘the recognition
of police power’ has to be measured in another way, not by obligation to obey as
measured in most studies. Perhaps by asking respondents questions about the necessity of
the police in their country or, considering the measurement of obligation to obey, by
emphasising that it is about a moral duty to obey. Future research must clarify this.
Furthermore, we believe that shared values and norms can differ between societies. That
is why in some societies perceptions of procedural justice are found to be important in
regarding to moral alignment with the police, while in other societies perceptions of
police effectiveness are more important. Although we could not take perceived legality of
the police into account, we do consider it to be a dimension of legitimacy. But only if
legality means according to a democratically established law. Following this reasoning,
police legitimacy in the form of moral alignment seemed to be a strong predictor for
obligation to obey. In total 17% of the variation in obligation to obey the police could be
explained by the model tested.
To conclude, the most important pathway to obligation to obey was that of contact
through trust in police procedural justice and moral alignment with the police. This means
that it is necessary for the police in Ghent to treat citizens fairly and respectfully during
encounters, so that citizens perceive the police as legitimate, or, more precisely, so that
citizens believe that they and the police share the same values and norms. This is
important because the feeling that the police and citizens are on the same side influences
attitudes towards the police in the form of feeling an obligation to obey them. Satisfactory
contacts are thus indirectly necessary for an effective police functioning.
Based on the results outlined above, some specific policy recommendations can be
made for the police in Ghent to improve police–citizen encounters. First of all, police
officers have to try to treat citizens with respect and dignity at all times, even when they
deal with suspects. We are aware that this can sometimes be difficult, especially because
police officers are in the first place humans having baggage of things experienced, felt
and seen. It is therefore not easy to dismantle prejudices. Second, the police have to try to
treat every citizen in the same way. Racial profiling for example does not fit with this
idea. Some people would feel targeted by the police with less trust in police procedural
justice as a result (Tyler and Fagan 2008). Third, it is important for the police to explain
the rationale behind their acts and decisions. Only if citizens understand the reasons of the
police and if they think these reasons are plausible, will they perceive the police as fair.
Fourth, the police have to take more time to listen to people. However, a lot of police
officers in Belgium do not believe that this social aspect is a core task for the police.
Fifth, it would be helpful to ask citizens during an encounter what they expect from the
police. In some situations people expect the impossible. But when the police then explain
why they cannot meet these expectations, in most cases people will accept this without
any lingering bitterness.
To end, we want to acknowledge some limitations of this study. First, we want to
point to the cross-sectional characteristic of the survey. Results cannot be interpreted in
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terms of causal relationships. In this respect, we are aware that trust and legitimacy prior
to contact exist and that it could affect judgments about police contact rather than the
reverse, although earlier longitudinal research has shown that even when controlling for
prior trust and legitimacy, an effect of contact still exists. More panel studies and research
with an experimental design are needed to meet this limitation. Second, we only asked the
respondents to judge their latest police contact (of the last five years). It is not
inconceivable that earlier contact also affected the respondents’ opinions. Third, the
results of our study are only representative for the citizens of Ghent. The population in
Ghent could differ from populations in other cities of Belgium. Like basic expectations
can differ across several societies, they can also differ between cities. Therefore, it would
be interesting for every local police force to know what residents in their area expect from
them. Survey research can offer help in that respect. Fourth, in our survey only attitudes
were measured. An attitude implies a willingness to act, but indicating that you feel
obliged to obey the police does not necessarily mean that you will actually obey the
police when the situation arises.
Although some critical comments are made, the current study contributes to
procedural justice research especially because we have taken contact experience as a
predictor for trust in procedural justice and police effectiveness into account. Moreover,
we tested the (a)symmetrical relationship between contact and both these components of
trust. Furthermore, this study contributes to the ongoing debate about perceived police
legitimacy.
Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.
Notes
1. In his study, it was called confidence but after examining the measurement, it can be considered
as trust as we use it in our study.
2. See Note 1.
3. In the study of Bradford et al. (2009a) a three-factor solution fitted the data better than a two-
factor solution. That is why they made a distinction between perceptions of police
effectiveness, procedural justice and community engagement as components of trust. Some
researchers also add trust in distributive justice as a component. In the current study, this
component was not taken into account. We believe that distributive justice is closely related to
procedural justice. Handling all kinds of people in the same way can also be considered as fair
handling. However, we are aware that procedural and distributive justice can be conceptually
and practically distinguished.
4. For an extended version of this ongoing debate we refer to Van Damme et al. (2013).
5. The focus in the current study is on perceptions of legitimacy. Thus, when we use the term
legitimacy without an adjective, we refer to empirical or perceived legitimacy.
6. We do consider perceived legality as a dimension of perceived legitimacy, but we could not
take this into account because the survey did not contain a question referring to perceived
police legality.
7. In the ESS, for example, obligation to obey was measured by three items beginning with: ‘To
what extent is it your duty to…’ Duty can be interpreted in different ways, which is why
interviewers were given an instruction to clarify duty as meaning in the sense of citizens’ moral
duty to the state, when people asked. In a way, this could counter Tankebe’s arguments, but we
do not believe that the instruction given to the interviewers was strong enough.
8. We would like to thank the following researchers for providing these data: Hardyns, W.,
Vyncke, V., Pauwels, L. and Willems, S.
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9. With neighbourhood we mean a statistical sector which comprises the smallest administrative
unit of analysis at which demographic and socio-economic information is systematically
gathered in Belgium and can be compared to the US census tract level (on average 1319
residents/neighbourhood).
10. In the current study we only used individual level variables.
11. The ESS is an academically driven social survey that maps the attitudes, values and opinions of
the inhabitants of more than 30 European countries and it shows how they evolve. In round 5
(2010), special attention was paid to trust in the criminal justice system. Because of the high
quality standard, most of the measures in this study are based on those from the ESS.
12. Cronbach’s alpha is a coefficient of internal consistency. All items have to measure the same
concept. A value of less than 0.80 indicates little consistency between the items. In practice,
values of 0.60 or higher are acceptable (Pauwels 2012).
13. A factor analysis is used as a critical test for the scale constructs. First, we need to be sure of
the one-dimensional characteristic of the scale. Second, items with low factor loadings (<0.40)
need to be eliminated because they do not contribute to the factor with measurement errors as a
result (Pauwels 2012).
14. For these latent variables we implemented the Expectation Maximization imputation method
for reducing the non-response as much as possible.
15. When adding contact as a dichotomous variable (Yes/No) into the path analysis, no significant
effect was found. As we already stated in the literature review, this was not surprising. This
finding does not mean that we can conclude that earlier contact does not influence people’s
opinions of the police. It only confirms that future research has to take more advanced
measures of contact into account.
16. Two new variables were created with the ‘visual binning’ procedure in SPSS, one based on the
standard deviation of the procedural justice scale and the other on the standard deviation of the
police effectiveness scale. The standard deviation measures the spread of the data by regarding
how far data are situated from their mean. Notwithstanding this procedure leads to a loss of
information, it offers the opportunity to interpret descriptive results in an understandable way
(Pauwels 2012). The new variables give an indication of the number of respondents with the
lowest, neutral and highest trust in police procedural justice and police effectiveness.
17. We do have to remark that a mean of 15.99 on trust in the procedural justice scale for the
unsatisfied group is not that bad for a scale ranging from 5 to 25. In fact, trust in procedural
justice seems to be rather high in our total sample.
18. We do have to remark that a mean of 8.99 on the trust in police effectiveness scale for the
unsatisfied group is not that bad for a scale ranging from 3 to 15.
19. Before doing this analysis, we carried out some statistical controls. We controlled for the effect
of gender, ethnicity and age in several block wise regression analyses. Only a very small effect
from age was found on unsatisfactory contact, trust in police procedural justice, moral
alignment and obligation to obey. But in line with Wikström (2007), we do not consider this as
problematic. Although, we cannot prove causation by means of the current study, we are
interested in the mechanism that produces an outcome. In this regard, Wikström argues that
when there is not a connecting process (mechanism) that brings about the effect, the ‘cause’ at
best represents a symptom or ‘marker’ or is purely accidental. Gender and age, e.g., are such
markers of real causative factors among predictors in studies. Wikström therefore states that if
we can measure the real causative factors, there is no need to include attributes such as gender
and age.
20. In the path analysis the neutral and unsatisfied groups are combined. There are several reasons
why we have done this. First, because it is in line with earlier research. It makes it possible to
compare findings. Second, we have done an analysis in which we took three dummy variables
into account (neutral, satisfied and unsatisfied). Based on these results, we found that
unsatisfactory contact has a little stronger impact on trust than satisfactory contact, but the
results are not that stable because the number of respondents in the neutral and unsatisfied
group is too low to offer statistically significant results. Third, post hoc analyses showed no
significant differences between these two groups.
21. Because of the ongoing debate about the measurement of the concept of legitimacy, we also
analysed a path model with moral alignment and obligation to obey as components of
20 A. Van Damme
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perceived legitimacy. The value of the RMSEA showed a worse model fit (RMSEA = 0.047;
AIC = 13 474.723; BIC = 13 558.146).
22. See Note 20.
23. Exploratory analysis confirms this assumption, although the results are not that stable because
of the low number of respondents in both the neutral and unsatisfied group.
24. In the case of police behaviour, the number of complaints can give an indication. But then
again, in most cases citizens do not report police misbehaviour.
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Appendix
Table A1. Descriptive statistics.
Variable N Mean or % SD Min. Max.
Procedural justice 762 18.44 3.53 5 25
Police effectiveness 762 10.28 2.31 3 15
Moral alignment 762 11.13 2.12 3 15
Obligation to obey 762 11.05 2.51 3 15
Contactª dummy (ref: no contact)
Satisfied 761 0.43 0.50 0 1
Unsatisfiedb 761 0.20 0.40 0 1
Contactª
No contact 761 36.8%
Unsatisfied 761 11.2%
Neutralb 761 8.9%
Satisfied 761 43.1%
ªThe contact variables relate to the last contact in the past 5 years
bIn the path analysis the neutral and unsatisfied group are combined. Post hoc analyses showed no significant
differences between these two groups.
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Table A2. Bivariate correlations for scales.
1 2 3 4
1. Procedural justice 1
2. Police effectiveness .485 1
3. Moral alignment .672 .498 1
4. Obligation to obey .317 .226 .411 1
Note: All correlations significant at p ≤ .01.
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